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ABSTRACT
In this thesis, I present research on Clementine Hunter’s African House Murals, a set of nine
panels that depict an overview of plantation life in rural Louisiana during the first half of the
twentieth century. Hunter is classified as a self-taught artist of place, but is also known as a
memory painter. Hunter relied on her personal memories and experiences growing up and living
at Melrose Plantation in Natchitoches, Louisiana for inspiration throughout this monumental
work. However, a character by the name of Francois Mignon played a large role in the final
product. During the 1930s, he began re-crafting the history of Melrose to include historical
figures such as Marie Thérèse Coincoin and Claude Thomas Pierre Métoyer. While the legend of
Coincoin had existed for at least one hundred years prior to his arrival, Mignon is the first to
connect her name to the founding of Melrose Plantation. The combination of Hunter’s personal
memories intertwined with Mignon’s fictional narrative is what makes the African House Murals
so unique. This thesis will explore said interaction and analyze the final product.
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INTRODUCTION
In July of 1955, a group of nine monumental sized murals by a relatively unknown
African American artist named Clementine Hunter were first presented to the public in a small,
rustic outbuilding on the grounds of historic Melrose Plantation in Natchitoches (pronounced
“Nack-a-tisch”) Parish, Louisiana. Hunter was almost seventy years old. Not only would this be
a major undertaking for any artist nearing their seventies who had never even seen a mural, but it
would also be a seemingly difficult project for any self-taught artist who had only been painting
for fifteen or so years and was used to working on mainly small canvases and salvaged materials
such as bottles, lampshades, cardboard, and the like.
Clementine Hunter, however, was no ordinary artist. In fact, Hunter did not classify
herself as an artist in the least sense of the word. As an African American born in the rural south,
she started her life as a lowly field hand picking cotton, working her way up to the “Big House”
at Melrose Plantation where she would later serve as cook and maid. This is where Hunter was
first inspired to paint when she discovered a few leftover tubes one day in 1939 while cleaning
up after New Orleans’s artist Alberta Kinsey, one of the plantation’s many artist guests.1 Fast
forward to 1955 when Francois Mignon, Melrose Plantation’s permanent historian, librarian, and
all around interesting character, asked her to create a set of murals depicting plantation life at
Melrose during the first half of the twentieth century. Instead of flat out turning the offer down,
she gladly accepted. Hunter welcomed the task of painting the murals as simply something to do.
As Shiver and Whitehead state in Clementine Hunter: Her Life and Art, “Hunter had never seen
a mural, but when Mignon explained it to her, she accepted the assignment as ‘something she

1

For more information on the life and art of New Orleans’s artist Alberta Kinsey, please see Susan Saward,
KnowLA Encyclopedia of Louisiana History, s.v. "Alberta Kinsey [1875-1952)," September 12, 2012, accessed
October 01, 2016, http://www.knowla.org/entry/992/.
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wouldn’t mind doing.’”2 Francois Mignon, who arrived at Melrose in 1939 right around the time
that Hunter first started painting, had a specific idea in mind for this extraordinary project that
incorporated a larger vision for Melrose Plantation in general.
The 1930s were a bustling time at Melrose, with owner Carmelita “Cammie” Henry
revitalizing the grounds and turning the plantation’s “Big House” and outbuildings into a haven
for artists, writers, historians and the like. Mignon could not let this renewed interest in Melrose
go to waste, as the financially driven tourism industry in America was booming. In turn, it seems
that Mignon essentially made up or enhanced most of the Melrose Plantation history that we now
know and hold as scholarly truth; from who bought the land to who built the buildings and
everything in between, Mignon had some hand in twisting the facts into fiction, and Hunter’s
African House Murals were no exception. For example, Mignon completely fabricated the name
African House because he was intrigued that the uniquely shaped structure could have been built
by former African slaves in the days of Marie Thérèse Coincoin, the legendary freedwoman who
essentially established the area called Cane River Creole Country and where Melrose Plantation
now sits. However, African House is more French in architectural style than African, and Marie
Thérèse Coincoin most likely never even set foot on the Melrose Plantation grounds. What is
more likely is that Mignon saw a financial opportunity in the creation of a set of “primitive”
murals by Clementine Hunter, former field hand at Melrose. As Mignon states, “A primitive
mural painted by a descendent of Africa in an African building - that really will be original, and
perhaps arresting.”3

2

Art Shiver and Tom Whitehead, Clementine Hunter: Her Life and Art (Louisiana State University Press [LSU
Press], 2012), 68.
3

Ibid., 70. By the mid-twentieth century, "primitivism," which refers to an artistic movement that borrows visual
forms from non-Western, exotic peoples and cultures, had reached its height within the American art world. During
the 1920s and 1930s, white patrons suddenly became interested in “authentic” works produced by African American
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While it was Mignon’s idea to paint the murals, the final result was purely born from
Clementine Hunter’s creative mind over the course of seven weeks one hot summer. Mignon
might have told Hunter what he wanted her to paint, a panorama of plantation life at Melrose, but
what he got instead was an autobiographical representation of Hunter’s own life growing up and
working at Melrose during the first half of the twentieth century. After all, Hunter is what
scholars like to call a “memory painter.”4 She painted what she saw with her eyes, but also what
she saw with her mind once the workday was over and she was back home in her small, rural
cabin. She painted what she was told about the history of Melrose, by Mignon and others, but
what is more important is that she painted what she remembered about her experience growing
up and working there.
What is even more interesting is how a cast of seemingly unrelated characters came
together, partly by fate, but mostly by design, to influence, encourage, and champion Hunter’s
prolific artistic career from 1939 to well into the 1980s. The story is honestly remarkable: how
Hunter was born into the same work as the enslaved Marie Thérèse Coincoin; how Marie
Thérèse Coincoin eventually bought the freedom of her family and established the area that
would one day become home to Melrose Plantation; how Cammie Henry transformed Melrose
into a center of culture and the arts; how Francois Mignon was hired as the plantation historian
and encouraged Hunter when she first started to paint; and how Clementine Hunter, former field
hand, cook, and maid, embarked on an astonishing painting career that would establish her place

artists. For example, in 1937, William Edmondson was awarded the first solo show by a black artist at the Museum
of Modern Art in New York. Francois Mignon, who would visit Melrose Plantation just two years later, already had
a framework for marketing an artist like Clementine Hunter. For more information on “primitivism,” please see Joan
M. Marter, "Primitivism," in The Grove Encyclopedia of American Art, vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2011).
4

For more information on Clementine Hunter’s classification as a memory painter, please see Clementine Hunter
and Mary E. Lyons, Talking with Tebé: Clementine Hunter, Memory Artist (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1998).
For more information on the term “memory painting,” please see Charles Russell, Self-Taught Art: The Culture and
Aesthetics of American Vernacular Art (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2001).
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in history as one of the most important and recognized self-taught African American painters of
the twentieth century.
In her murals, Hunter offers a complex firsthand perspective of plantation life that
includes both the good and the bad, the happy and the sad; from labor intensive cotton and pecan
planting and picking, to wild and dangerous times on Saturday nights at the local honky-tonk,
and even a glimpse into religious happenings such as baptisms, revivals, funerals, and spring
weddings. However, the murals also include bits and pieces from Francois Mignon’s enhanced
narrative of Melrose Plantation such as historical figures like Marie Thérèse Coincoin and
Claude Thomas Pierre Métoyer. This thesis will explore the interaction between Clementine
Hunter’s memory and Francois Mignon’s narrative as they intertwine in the African House
Murals. Mignon’s contribution to the mythology surrounding Melrose Plantation does not take
away from the fact that Hunter’s murals remain today a remarkable legacy to what life was like
on a rural plantation in the isolated south during the first half of the twentieth century.
Review of Literature
In researching the life and art of artist Clementine Hunter, I have found several books that
together form a more in-depth understanding of her experience growing up and working in rural
Louisiana during the first half of the twentieth century, as well as her artistic career that spanned
almost five decades. Since Hunter’s death in the 1980s, a multitude of patrons and friends have
not only researched and analyzed her life and art, but have also published their findings. For
example, James L. Wilson’s 1988 Clementine Hunter: American Folk Artist provides a
comprehensive biography as well as over 100 color plates with direct quotations and
commentary from Hunter herself. Wilson gives major credit to Thomas N. Whitehead, Dr.
Mildred Hart Bailey, and Ann Williams Brittain, three of Hunter’s lifelong supporters, patrons,
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and friends, throughout his work.5 Similarly, Shelby R. Gilley’s 2001 Painting by Heart: The
Life and Art of Clementine Hunter, Louisiana Folk Artist provides another firsthand look into
Hunter’s life and artistic development as well as 120 large color plates and previously
unpublished vintage photographs.6 Mary E. Lyons’s 1988 Talking with Tebé: Clementine
Hunter, Memory Artist provides a fascinating perspective for the reader by including direct
quotations by Hunter from newspapers, magazine articles, and taped interviews alike; it’s as if
the book were written by Hunter herself. Kathy Whitehead and Shane W. Evans’s 2008 Art from
Her Heart: Folk Artist Clementine Hunter provides another interesting perspective that focuses
on the challenges that Hunter would have faced as an African American female artist in the
segregated south. Art Shiver and Thomas N. Whitehead’s 2012 Clementine Hunter: Her Life and
Art is one of the most comprehensive books on Hunter’s prolific life and career, with chapters
dedicated to everything from Hunter’s family tree and the creative influence of Francois Mignon
to the evolution of Hunter’s signature and the FBI’s involvement in a series of Hunter fakes from
1974 to 2006. Shiver and Whitehead’s 2005 Clementine Hunter: The African House Murals was
an especially valuable resource in forming the basis for this thesis as well as providing a
definitive documentation of Hunter’s African House Murals. Published on the fiftieth
anniversary of the African House Murals, this book includes wonderful color plates and in-depth
analysis of both the African House and the murals. Since the research of Clementine Hunter
involves a variety of other topics such as the history of the Cane River region, the cultural
importance of the Métoyer family to the founding of Melrose Plantation, and the creative
5

For more information on Clementine Hunter’s relationship to Thomas N. Whitehead, Dr. Mildred Hart Bailey, and
Ann Williams Brittain, please see James L. Wilson, Clementine Hunter: American Folk Artist (Gretna: Pelican Pub.,
1988), 40-41.
6

Shelby R. Gilley first met Clementine Hunter in 1970, forming a friendship that would last for the rest of Hunter’s
life. For more information about their relationship, please see Shelby R. Gilley, Painting by Heart: The Life and Art
of Clementine Hunter, Louisiana Folk Artist (Baton Rouge, LA: St. Emma Press, 2000), 9-16 or Shiver and
Whitehead, Clementine Hunter: Her Life and Art, 108-109.
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inventions of the colorful Francois Mignon, I have also consulted a range of supplementary
documents to further complete my analysis of Hunter’s African House Murals.7
Chapter Layout
In the first chapter, I introduce my research on the history of the Cane River region and
the cultural importance of the Métoyer family to the eventual founding of Melrose Plantation. I
first discuss the history of Natchitoches Parish, starting with the Natchitoches Native American
tribe and Louis Antoine Juchereau de St. Denis, the French-Canadian soldier, explorer, and
entrepreneur that founded the fort that would eventually become the city of Natchitoches. Next,
research on two of St. Denis’s African slaves, Francois and Mary Francoise, is presented to
establish an ancestral history for Marie Thérèse Coincoin. In addition, analysis of the unique
relationship between Coincoin and Claude Thomas Pierre Métoyer, the French bachelor who
first hired her and eventually bought her freedom, allows me to establish a link between Marie
Thérèse and the eventual founding of Melrose Plantation. Métoyer and Coincoin had ten mixedrace children together, one of which would go on to purchase the land that would eventually

7

For references regarding the history of the Cane River region, please see Philip Gould et al., Natchitoches and
Louisiana's Timeless Cane River (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2002) and Rolanda D. Teal,
Natchitoches Parrish, Black America Series (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2007). In regards to the cultural
importance of the Métoyer family and the founding of Melrose Plantation, please see Gwendolyn M. Hall, Africans
in Colonial Louisiana: The Development of Afro-Creole Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1992), Fiona J.L. Handley, "Coincoin, Marie-Thérèse (1742?-c.1820): Slave, Agriculturalist,
and Head of a Dynasty," in The African American National Biography, ed. Henry Gates L. and Evelyn
Higginbotham B., comp. Steven Niven J. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), Sybil Kein, Creole: The
History and Legacy of Louisiana's Free People of Color (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000),
Patricia H. Métoyer and Luke Métoyer, Sr., "The Grace of Coincoin: The Role of an African Woman's Spirituality
and Its Impact on Creole Culture" (lecture, Creole Studies Conference, Radisson Hotel, New Orleans, October 2325, 2003), accessed October 1, 2016, http://www.montraykreyol.org/article/the-grace-of-coincoin-the-role-of-anafrican-womans-spirituality-and-its-impact-on-creole, any of Elizabeth S. Mills essays on Marie Thérèse Coincoin,
and Gary B. Mills, The Forgotten People: Cane River's Creoles of Color (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1977). For references regarding Francois Mignon’s enhanced narrative of the history of Melrose Plantation,
please see Kevin C. MacDonald et al., "The Archeology of Local Myths and Heritage Tourism: The Case of Cane
River's Melrose Plantation," in A Future for Archeology: The Past in the Present (London: UCL Press, 2006) and
David W. Morgan, Kevin C. MacDonald, and Fiona J.L. Handley, "Economics and Authenticity: A Collision of
Interpretations in Cane River National Heritage Area, Louisiana" (lecture, The Alliance of Natural Heritage Areas
2nd International Heritage Development Conference, Nashville, June 2005), accessed October 1, 2016,
http://www.georgewright.org/231morgan.pdf.
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become home to Melrose. Lastly, I present the history of Melrose Plantation, from its original
purchase by the Henry family to Cammie Henry’s revitalization of the arts at Melrose and her
employment of Francois Mignon, and finally, I focus on its most celebrated inhabitant,
Clementine Hunter.
The second chapter focuses on Francois Mignon’s enhanced narrative of Melrose
Plantation while also aiming to separate fiction from fact in his writings about Marie Thérèse
Coincoin and Clementine Hunter. It is crucial to fully understand the influence that Mignon and
his lively narrative had on Hunter to ultimately analyze the African House Murals in the third
chapter. It is necessary to examine Francois Mignon’s own life to establish a history of his
tendency to enhance or literally make up lively stories; it turns out that his whole life story, at
least the one he portrayed while at Melrose, was completely made up. In addition, I present
Hunter’s biography; again, it is crucial to establish historical truth to compare it to Mignon’s
enhanced version of events. Lastly, I present Marie Thérèse Coincoin’s life story so that I can,
again, analyze Mignon’s enhanced narrative of the Melrose Plantation history.
In the last chapter, I begin my analysis of Hunter’s African House Murals by first
discussing the three ways that the artist herself is classified. While the roles of self-taught artist
and artist of place are crucial to understand, it is Hunter’s role as memory painter that is most
important when analyzing the African House Murals. After all, the murals are a biographical
representation of Hunter’s memories living and working at Melrose Plantation during the first
half of the twentieth century. Finally, I focus on interpreting each panel, discussing the creative
influence of Hunter’s own personal memories compared to the details from Francois Mignon’s
enhanced narrative of Melrose Plantation that also made their way into the murals. In conclusion,

7

it is the synthesis of Hunter’s personal memories and Mignon’s fictional narrative that make the
African House Murals so extraordinary.
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CHAPTER 1
THE HISTORY OF THE FABLED CANE RIVER REGION
To better understand the interaction between Clementine Hunter’s personal memories of
living and working in the Cane River Country versus Francois Mignon’s stories about Melrose
Plantation, it is necessary to examine, appreciate, and unravel her relationship to the place that
inspired her most celebrated works. In Clementine Hunter: Her Life and Art, Shiver and
Whitehead state, “She [Clementine Hunter] was very much an ‘artist of place,’ and that place is
an area of north-central Louisiana known as Cane River Country. It is an area defined by
geography and made significant by culture.”1
Cane River Country gets its name from none other than a body of water now called Cane
River Lake, a thirty or so mile oxbow lake originally formed from a split in the Red River in
Natchitoches Parrish, Louisiana, “By the 1840s, the old bed of the Red River became Cane River
and was accessible only at certain times of the year. After 1915, it was dammed at both ends and
renamed Cane River Lake.”2 The area referred to as Cane River Country stretches from
Natchitoches in northern Louisiana to just south of Cloutierville, forming a meandering path that
can be followed along the modern U.S. Interstate Highway 49. Due to its convenient location
near the interstate, modern day Natchitoches has become a haven for businesses, gas stations,
and hotels, as well as a variety of festivals attended by locals and tourists alike. For example,
events such as the Annual Christmas Festival, the Melrose Arts and Crafts Festival, and the
Annual Fall Pilgrimage and Tour of Homes draw upwards of 100,000 visitors each year to the

1

Art Shiver and Tom Whitehead, Clementine Hunter: Her Life and Art (Louisiana State University Press [LSU
Press], 2012), 22.
2

Philip Gould et al., Natchitoches and Louisiana's Timeless Cane River (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 2002), 24.
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now thriving city.3 While the completion of a modern day interstate system has kept
Natchitoches afloat well into the twenty-first century, it was its prominent location along the
banks of the Red River that truly established its place in history over two hundred years ago.
The fertile banks of the Red River have always been home to a large number of deer,
buffalo, geese, turkey, and other wildlife, making it the perfect dwelling place for its original
inhabitants, the Natchitoches Native American tribe. As Gould states in Natchitoches and
Louisiana’s Timeless Cane River, “It (Red River, later known as Cane River) was the home of
the Natchitoches (from the Caddo term Na’ka-tosh, meaning ‘place of the chinquapin’) Indians,
whom the Frenchmen sought as allies and trading partners.”4 As early as 1682, French explorers
were sent to modern day Louisiana in hopes of establishing French posts and securing future
colonization efforts. However, once they arrived, it was clear that a variety of Native American
tribes had already inhabited the area. Establishing trade and enduring alliance with the native
peoples was of utmost importance to survive.
It was not until 1701 that a French-Canadian soldier, explorer, and entrepreneur by the
name of Louis Antoine Juchereau de St. Denis would first meet the Natchitoches tribe while
traveling along the banks of the Cane River. St. Denis was in command of a fort in southern
Louisiana and invited the Natchitoches to live near him as their village had recently been
completely devastated by flooding. This offer of peace essentially initiated St. Denis into the
Natchitoches tribe while also securing his relationship with other local tribes for years to come.

3

The Natchitoches Christmas Festival has been held annually on the first Saturday in December since 1927. For
more information, please visit http://www.natchitocheschristmas.com or http://www.natchitochesla.gov. Similarly,
the Fall Pilgrimage/Tour of Homes has been held annually since 1957. Started by The Association for the
Preservation of Historic Natchitoches, proceeds from the Fall Pilgrimage go towards restoration and preservation
projects throughout the Cane River region. For more information, please visit http://www.natchitoches.net/eventsand-festivals/fall-pilgrimagetour-of-homes/.
4

Gould, Natchitoches and Louisiana's Timeless Cane River, 6.
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St. Denis’ acceptance by the Natchitoches was crucial to his and his family’s survival during the
early days of colonization.
By 1713, flooding had subsided and St. Denis, along with the remaining Natchitoches
Native American tribe, made their way back to their original village along the banks of the Cane
River. It was here, in 1714, that St. Denis officially established a fort that would become known
as the city of Natchitoches, named after the tribe he had originally met thirteen years prior. Its
site along the Cane River proved to not only be strategic, but also extremely profitable, leading
Natchitoches to establish itself early on as a local trading hub for furs, hides, livestock, and other
agricultural products. A series of streets that housed primitive dwellings began to emerge along
the banks of the river.5 Soon after, St. Denis traveled into Mexico with the purpose of furthering
trade relations. He was immediately jailed for violating foreign trade restrictions, but somehow
managed to court a woman by the name of Manuela Sanchez-Navarro, a descendent of the
Spanish conquistadors. They became engaged and later married, spending the rest of their days
in the French post of Natchitoches.6 Perhaps the union was a clever political move, as St. Denis
now had ties to both France and Spain. At any rate, St. Denis had established the first permanent
settlement in Louisiana, and its burgeoning economy demanded cheap, dependable labor.
In 1719, the first wave of documented African born slaves was brought to Louisiana:
Although interest in the African slave trade was keen from the first year of French
colonization of Louisiana, few blacks were there before the first two slave-trade ships
landed from Africa in 1719...Between June 1719, and January 1731, sixteen slave-trading
ships arrived in Louisiana from the Senegal concession of the Company of the Indies.7

5

Gould, Natchitoches and Louisiana's Timeless Cane River, 9-11.

6

Patricia R. Lemée, "St. Denis, Manuela Sanchez Navarro De," Tshaonline.org, June 15, 2010, accessed October
01, 2016, https://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fstfb.
7

Gwendolyn M. Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana: The Development of Afro-Creole Culture in the Eighteenth
Century (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1992), 57-59.
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However, by 1731, the African slave trade had all but ceased with French colonial Louisiana.
The Natchez Indian Revolt of 1729 in nearby Natchez, Mississippi had left the Louisiana
colonists in fear of future Indian uprisings and brutal attacks. This led the Company of the Indies,
who already had a monopoly over the economic development of the area, to give up all trade
relations with the French colony of Louisiana.8
While financially devastating, this static period, one where strong, younger slaves were
no longer being introduced into the colonial population, would prove to be a key proponent in
the development of a lasting “Afro-Creole” culture that would ultimately set the stage for the
establishment of the Cane River Creole community, but also for the founding of Melrose
Plantation.9 Still, upwards of six thousand slaves had already been imported into French
Louisiana. However, St. Denis, being the entrepreneur that he was, somehow bought several
more in the 1730s. We know this because there is concrete documentation that a slave by the
name of Francois was baptized into the household of Louis Antoine Juchereau de St. Denis on
December 26, 1735.10
For the modern day Cane River Creole community, the slave known only as Francois is
the earliest traceable ancestor to their long and fabled past. As Mills states in The Forgotten
People: Cane River’s Creoles of Color:

8

Kelby Ouchley, KnowLA Encyclopedia of Louisiana, s.v. "Natchez Revolt of 1729," January 23, 2014, accessed
October 01, 2016, http://www.knowla.org/entry/1596/.
9

John C. Rodrigue, KnowLA Encyclopedia of Louisiana History, s.v. "Slavery in French Colonial Louisiana,"
March 11, 2014, accessed October 01, 2016, http://www.knowla.org/entry/1424/. For more information on the
development of an “Afro-Creole” culture in colonial Louisiana, please see Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana: The
Development of Afro-Creole Culture in the Eighteenth Century.
10

Elizabeth S. Mills, "Documenting a Slave's Birth, Parentage, and Origins [Marie Thérèse Coincoin, 1742-1816):
A Test of "Oral History"" National Genealogical Society Quarterly 96 (December 2008): 257, accessed October 1,
2016, https://www.historicpathways.com/download/coincoin.pdf. The complete church records are not available to
the public, but translated abstracts can be found in Elizabeth S. Mills, Natchitoches, 1729-1803: Abstracts of the
Catholic Church Registers of the French and Spanish Post of St. Jean Baptiste Des Natchitoches in Louisiana (New
Orleans: Plyanthos, 1977), accessed October 1, 2016, http://books.google.com/books?id=yzcLAAAAYAAJ.
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The African heritage of the people [of Cane River] may be traced to the year 1735, when
the earliest known progenitor was baptized, as an adult, at the Natchitoches post. Because
Roman Catholic Louisiana insisted that all slaves be instructed in the Christian catechism
and promptly and regularly administered the sacraments, the fact that this slave was an
adult not yet baptized indicated that he was a new arrival in the colony.11
Not much is known about Francois’s African tribal origins, other than the “call names” that were
ultimately given to his children.
Shortly after his baptism, Francois was legally married in 1736 to another slave registered
to St. Denis’s household, a young African woman called Mary Francoise or Francisque, in the
Parish of St. Francois des Natchitoches.12 The fact that they were legally married in the Catholic
Church suggests that the sacrament of marriage, even among St. Denis’ slaves, was important to
himself and/or his Spanish wife. From 1736 to 1758, Francois and Mary Francoise had a total of
eleven children with nine surviving well into adulthood: Marie Gertrude, Francois, Jean Baptiste,
Marie Thérèse, Barnabe, Marie Jeanne, Marie Louise, Louise Marguerite, Bonaventure, Anne
Hyacinthe, and Francoise.13 It was common practice in the Catholic Church to choose names
after the saints, hence the Christian, non-African names that were chosen for all eleven children.
However, several of the children were given African call names or “nicknames:” Marie Gertrude
dite Dgimby, Francois dit Choera, and Marie Thérèse dite Coincoin.14 While there is no record of

11

Gary B. Mills, The Forgotten People: Cane River's Creoles of Color (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1977), 9.
12

Mills, "Documenting a Slave's Birth, Parentage, and Origins [Marie Thérèse Coincoin, 1742-1816): A Test of
"Oral History,"" 257. Again, the complete church records are not available to the public, but translated abstracts can
be found in Mills, Natchitoches, 1729-1803: Abstracts of the Catholic Church Registers of the French and Spanish
Post of St. Jean Baptiste Des Natchitoches in Louisiana.
13

For more information on the baptismal records of Francois and Mary Francoise’s eleven children, please see
Mills, Natchitoches, 1729-1803: Abstracts of the Catholic Church Registers of the French and Spanish Post of St.
Jean Baptiste Des Natchitoches in Louisiana.
14

As Mills states, “A dit [masculine] or dite [feminine] in this society was a nickname substituted for the surname.
In colonial Louisiana, African names used by the African-born often were treated by the French as a dit and used in
lieu of the Christian baptismal name. Some freed slaves used their African name as a surname.” For more
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an African “nickname” for Francois or Mary Francoise, Mills suggests that their choice of names
indicates a cultural and emotional bond to the Ewe people of coastal Africa:
The most conclusive match is the name Coincoin, whose phonetic equivalent, KoKwee,
was used for the second-born daughters by those who spoke the Glidzi dialect of the Ewe
linguistic group in the Gold Coast-Dahomey region, more specifically the coastal
communities of modern Togo.15
Francois and Mary Francoise found a way to retain some aspects of their cultural heritage,
therefore contributing to the evolving “Afro-Creole” culture from which the Cane River Creole
community would one day emerge. Of the nine children who survived into adulthood, Marie
Thérèse dite Coincoin provides the link from her parents’ African cultural heritage to the
eventual founding of Melrose Plantation, and ultimately to Hunter’s African House Murals.
Marie Thérèse dite Coincoin was born a slave into the household of Louis Antoine
Juchereau de St. Denis in either 1740 or 1742.16 While the spelling of her African “nickname”
has multiple variances including “Coin Quin” and “Kuen Kouin,” “Coin Coin” (pronounced
qwan-qwan) is the spelling and pronunciation that has remained dominant well into the twentyfirst century. As Mills suggests, it was rare for African names to be carried over into even the
first generation, let alone into the 1800s and beyond.17 Even though the date of her birth and the
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spelling of her name are up for debate, there is no doubt that Coincoin was considered a Creole
by birth in colonial Louisiana.18
Coincoin was only a young child when her master, St. Denis, died in 1744. By 1756, his
estate had finally been settled and divided among his widow and children. Coincoin, along with
her parents and surviving siblings, were claimed by his widow, an unlikely providence, as
frequently, a slave family was broken apart following a slave owner’s death. However,
circumstances soon changed, as in 1758, St. Denis’ widow, Francois, and Mary Francoise all
died from a mysterious plague.19 Coincoin and her siblings were divided among St. Denis’ heirs,
with Coincoin landing in the household of his youngest daughter. Early on, she began to
establish herself as a strong female figure, working as a nurse to her new mistress. Over the next
few years, Marie Thérèse Coincoin gave birth to at least five children. Family and oral tradition
identifies her mate as a Native American male, but no concrete marriage or baptismal record
exists.20 In the 1760s, Coincoin was hired out to a local French bachelor by the name of Claude
Thomas Pierre Métoyer, another fortuitous event. Over the course of the next twenty years, their
relationship would result in ten mixed-race children who would, along with their mother, help to
establish Cane River Creole Country’s distinctive multiracial community that still flourishes
today.
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The Cultural Importance of the Métoyer Family
For the first ten or so years of their relationship, Marie Thérèse Coincoin and Claude
Thomas Pierre Métoyer lived in peace together in Natchitoches. It seems that their unique
relationship grew into strong affection and respect for one another. However, their union was
threatened by the arrival of a new, strict priest to Natchitoches in 1778. He immediately targeted
their relationship as immoral and tried to publicly humiliate them by painting Coincoin as
nothing more than a concubine. As Mills states in her essay Cane River Slave, Slave Owner, and
Paradox, “...The Capucin firebrand, Luis de Quintanilla, targeted them in his attack on moral
laxity at the [Natchitoches] post. Armed with a mandate he had sought from his bishop,
Quintanilla branded Coincoin a ‘public concubine’ and demanded that she be returned to her
mistress.”21 To remedy the situation, Métoyer freed Coincoin and their first seven children
(Nicolas Augustin, Marie Suzanne, Louis, Pierre, Dominique, Eulalie, and Antoine Joseph) as
well as one child from her previous union. Over the next ten years, Coincoin would have three
more children with Métoyer: Marie Francoise Roselie, Pierre Toussaint, and Francois “Le
Point.”
However, by 1788, due to criticism within the city of Natchitoches, Claude Thomas
Pierre Métoyer was forced to take a legal spouse, coincidentally, also named Marie Thérèse. At
the same time, Métoyer gave Coincoin, now a free person of color, a parcel of about sixty-seven
acres of land near his own plantation as well as a yearly stipend of 120 livers (about $160.00 in
modern US currency). On the land, Coincoin planted tobacco, raised cattle, and built a modest
cabin; with her yearly stipend, she sought to free the rest of her children and bought several
slaves of her own. Over the years, this already remarkable story of Marie Thérèse Coincoin has
taken on a life of its own: some sixty-seven acres grew into hundreds, several slaves became
21
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more than thirty; and her modest cabin would eventually be referred to as the plantation known
as Melrose today. The myth of Coincoin is mostly thanks to the intriguing Francois Mignon,
who was later, associated with Melrose Plantation from the 1930s to the 1970s until it was
eventually sold. As opposed to Mignon’s version of events, Marie Thérèse Coincoin probably
never set foot on the Melrose Plantation grounds. Instead, historical evidence points to one of
Coincoin’s sons, Louis Métoyer, as the true founder of Melrose Plantation. After applying for
and receiving a colonial land grant around 1796 for over nine-hundred acres, Louis Métoyer
began developing the land and building the infrastructure that would eventually become the
backdrop for Hunter’s African House Murals.22
The Founding of Melrose Plantation
After receiving the aforementioned land grant, it is likely that Louis Métoyer began first
developing his property along the East Bank of the Cane River. It is difficult to determine exact
dates, as Francois Mignon’s stories have so effectively taken over the truth. For example,
Mignon claimed that the original plantation home, called Yucca House, was built in 1796 for
Marie Thérèse Coincoin. However, Shiver and Whitehead state:
He [Mignon] named another Melrose outbuilding ‘Yucca House’ and claimed it had been
the original home of Marie Thérèse Coincoin. Mignon’s Yucca House had been called
the ‘Club House,’ the ‘Writer’s Cabin,’ and ‘Lyle’s House.’ It was never called Yucca
until Mignon came along.23
According to Mignon, two other outbuildings were also built in or around the same year; one,
called African House, was used for grain storage and as a makeshift jail for unruly slaves while
the other, called Ghana House, was built as an ode to Marie Thérèse Coincoin’s African heritage.
Shiver and Whitehead continue:
22
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Soon after arriving at Melrose, Mignon began recasting the familiar Cane River Creole
folktales to craft his version of the story of Marie Thérèse Coincoin. Mignon was
intrigued with the idea that an old mushroom-shaped building at Melrose might have
been built by Africans, so he renamed the structure ‘African House.’ Before Mignon, the
outbuilding had been called both ‘Casa Verde’ and ‘Mushroom House.’24
A similar explanation can be said about Mignon’s invention of Ghana House. What began as a
simple, forgotten log cabin on the grounds of Melrose somehow morphed into an important
historical building straight from the depths of Mignon’s creative mind. Literally, Mignon “rigged
up” an old cabin on the Melrose Plantation grounds with period furniture to represent an original
slave dwelling from the days of Marie Thérèse Coincoin.25 However, we now know that
construction could not have begun on any of these buildings in or around 1796, as recent
archeological findings point to a date of no earlier than 1810.26
All confusion about specific dates aside, the importance of each of these structures to the
historical evolution of Melrose Plantation should not go unnoticed. In fact, Mignon was correct
about Yucca House being the oldest surviving historic building on the Melrose Plantation
grounds. Most likely built in 1814 to serve as the original plantation home for Louis Métoyer,
Yucca House resembles other French Creole cottages in the surrounding areas. The second oldest
building is the African House, built in our around 1830. This structure, with its steep
overhanging roof, resembles French style barns from the same period. While Mignon was
probably correct in that the structure was most likely built by slaves, he completely made up the
idea that the structure itself, unique as it may be, was based on African architecture. Another
24
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historic building to note is the current “Big House.” The original two room raised structure was
made from a mix of local mud, Spanish moss, and animal hair.27 Louis Métoyer began
construction on this larger house around 1832; unfortunately, he died soon after and the project
had to be completed by his only son, Theophile Louis Métoyer.
At just nineteen years of age, Theophile’s own inexperience is what most likely began the
unfortunate downfall of historic Melrose Plantation. For example, Melrose would only remain in
the Métoyer family for fifteen or so more years; over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, the plantation was bought and sold several times. In 1847, Theophile Louis Métoyer
sold Melrose to brothers Henry and Hypolite Herzog for a sum of less than ten thousand dollars,
a real steal considering the fertile land that surrounded the plantation. During the Herzog era,
cotton was the main crop at Melrose, and it was plenty profitable indeed. Substantial renovations
and expansions were begun, turning the simple two room cottage into a stately eight room
plantation home. However, with the onslaught of the Civil War in the 1860s, all production at
Melrose Plantation essentially came to a halt. After the war ended, it was difficult for the
Herzog’s to continue life at Melrose. Slavery was abolished and new labor systems such as share
cropping and tenant farming were introduced. Not to mention, the cotton market was unstable,
especially in Louisiana.
The Herzog’s would continue farming at Melrose until its sale in 1881 to the Henry
family, signaling the beginning of another extraordinary chapter in the history of Melrose
Plantation. Joseph Hampton Henry and his wife Carmelita “Cammie” Henry inherited Melrose
Plantation from his father in 1899. Cammie Henry immediately undertook extensive restorations
to the “Big House,” but also to other structures on the plantation’s grounds including what we
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now know as Yucca House and African House. She also expanded the “Big House” again,
adding the distinctive hexagonal towers on either end, as well as a larger back portion that
included a new kitchen and sun room. As a historic preservationist, she collected art and
photography of the Cane River Creole community. In 1939, she hired Francois Mignon to
continue her work as “historian” at Melrose. Mignon would go on the change the face of Melrose
Plantation for years to come, creating an enhanced history that included the legendary Marie
Thérèse Coincoin. As a patron of the arts, Cammie Henry hosted writers and artists, often for
weeks on end, creating her own personal Southern Renaissance at Melrose.28 However, it would
seem that Cammie Henry’s employment of Clementine Hunter, former field hand, cook, and
maids, is what has kept Melrose Plantation historically and culturally important well into the
twenty-first century. Hunter, self-taught artist, learned to paint one night after discovering a few
leftover tubes that belonged to Alberta Kinsey, a visiting artist at Melrose. Francois Mignon
eventually became her biggest supporter, patron, and friend, later encouraging Hunter to paint
her now most famous work, the African House Murals, in 1955.
An analysis of the historical evolution of the Cane River region and the cultural
importance of the Métoyer family to the founding of Melrose Plantation is crucial when
examining Hunter’s African House Murals. Without Louis Juchereau de St. Denis, there would
be no Natchitoches, and without Natchitoches, there would be no home for the Cane River
Creole community or for Melrose Plantation. Without St. Denis’s African slave Francois, there
would be no Marie Thérèse Coincoin, and without Marie Thérèse Coincoin, there would be no
Cane River Creole community in general and certainly no Louis Métoyer to eventually buy the
land that would become home to Melrose Plantation. Without Melrose Plantation, there would be
no Cammie Henry to hire Francois Mignon and Clementine Hunter. While Marie Thérèse
28
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Coincoin established the Cane River Creole community, Hunter continued her legacy by painting
her own memories of growing up, living, and working in the same area. It is Clementine
Hunter’s personal memories combined with Francois Mignon’s enhanced narrative that helps
keep not only Melrose Plantation, but the Cane River Creole community historically important
and culturally significant, even today.
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CHAPTER 2
FACT VERSUS FICTION:
THE ENHANCED NARRATIVE OF MELROSE PLANTATION
To trace the interaction between personal memory and fictional narrative throughout
Clementine Hunter’s African House Murals, we must first sift fiction from fact. This would seem
like an easy task; after all, Hunter painted the African House Murals from her own perspective of
living and working at Melrose Plantation during the first half of the twentieth century. However,
how do we take into account that her depiction of specific places and events includes details that
were either enhanced or completely fabricated by Francois Mignon? For example, in her murals,
Hunter includes historic figures such as Marie Thérèse Coincoin and Claude Thomas Pierre
Métoyer among depictions of Melrose Plantation’s “Big House” and various outbuildings, but
why? By the time Hunter was painting her murals in 1955, these historic figures were long
deceased. While they may have been written about in history books pertaining to the Cane River
Creole Community of Natchitoches, Louisiana, we do not know whether Hunter ever had access
to this information. While there is no documented evidence that Clementine Hunter knew about
Marie Thérèse Coincoin, she probably heard about her through local stories. Marie Thérèse
Coincoin is referred to as the founder of the Cane River Creole community, but it was not until
after 1939 that she was specifically attached to the founding of Melrose Plantation.
The real story behind Marie Thérèse Coincoins apparent importance to Clementine
Hunter is that their individual histories were spun together; creating a legendary folklore that
ultimately became accepted history. At the center of this web was Francois Mignon. Not only did
he transform the history of Melrose Plantation to include the legendary Marie Thérèse Coincoin,
but also his own life story, from his name to his former occupations and everything in between.
22

As Shiver and Whitehead state, “Just as Mignon constructed the story of his life from dreams
and desire; he also enhanced Melrose history by crafting a legend from half-truths, myths, and
lies.”1 No one actually knows why he decided to carefully re-craft his own personal story so
often, not to mention why he crafted the stories of other people and places that ultimately
became part of the historical fiction of Melrose Plantation. Maybe he was uncomfortable about
his true identity as a homosexual male living in the South during the 1940s and 1950s, or maybe
he relished in the thought of recognition that his creative writing and storytelling might one day
gain.2 Whatever the case, we may never know the full truth, and it seems that Francois Mignon
would have wanted it no other way.
When Francois Mignon arrived at Melrose Plantation in 1939 for an extended stay, no
one really questioned his true identity. But why would they? Mignon was cultured, educated, and
eloquent, or at least he seemed to be. He had first visited the plantation grounds in 1937 when
Lyle Saxon, a respected writer from New Orleans who was doing his own research at Melrose,
introduced him to Cammie Henry, the current owner of Melrose Plantation.3 At the time, Mignon
was traveling from New York throughout the South and headed towards New Orleans. While his
original stay at Melrose might have been brief, Cammie Henry took an immediate liking to
Francois Mignon. She was in desperate need for a new plantation librarian and historian among
other things, and clearly Mignon made a lasting impression. Even though he was forty years old
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at the time with failing eyesight, Cammie Henry made it her mission to get Francois Mignon to
return to Melrose:
She wrote numerous letters begging Mignon to leave New York City and come for an
extended visit at Melrose. This correspondence took place over several months,
sometimes exchanging a letter a day. He eventually accepted her invitation for a return
visit to the Henry’s plantation. He arrived in the fall of 1939 with plans to stay for six
weeks. He never returned to New York.4
While it is unclear why Mignon was so willing to leave New York and his family and
friends behind for a job in rural Louisiana, he immediately immersed himself in the task of
plantation historian. Cammie Henry was an avid scrap booker, collecting any artifacts that
related to not only the history of Melrose Plantation, but that of Natchitoches Parrish and the
Cane River Creole Community. Her goal was to create a plantation library that would outline the
history of Louisiana, but specifically the fabled Cane River Creole Country that had become her
home. It would seem that Francois Mignon had his work cut out for him. However, this was
nothing for a man who claimed he had worked on restoration and preservation at historic
locations such as the Palace of Versailles in France. In fact, Mignon claimed that he was born in
Paris and that he had studied at the Sorbonne. After graduating, he moved to New York to study
law at Columbia University and then opened up his own import-export business; at least this is
what he told to anyone and everyone that he met along the way. Mignon knew about horticulture
and gardening, was skilled at creative writing, and was an all-around likable person. There was
no apparent reason to doubt what he said was true. It would seem that Cammie Henry, owner of
a historic plantation in rural Louisiana that was in desperate need of revitalization, had hit the
jackpot.

4

Shiver and Whitehead, Clementine Hunter: Her Life and Art, 35.

24

However, while Mignon never fabricated anything harmful to his own reputation or to the
reputation of Melrose Plantation, it seems that he either made everything up or highly
embellished most of the details. For example, Francois Mignon was actually born on May 9,
1899, in Cortland, New York (not Paris, France) to Mary Ella and Walter Mineah.5 His given
name was Frank VerNooy Mineah after the doctor who delivered him. It is also true that Mignon
did attend Columbia University, but only for a short time. He also traveled to France on at least
one occasion, but it is hard to tell where he visited and what he did. In the 1930s, Mignon was
head buyer for the French department in a large bookstore located in Manhattan. It is most likely
that this is where Mignon developed his love, respect, and emulation of French culture. Another
employee who worked with Mignon at the time named Erna Fasse speculates that this is why he
changed his name from Frank to Francois. As Shiver and Whitehead state:
Mignon possessed an impressive command of French and European history,
especially of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the reigns of Louis XIV, Louis
V, and Louis XVI...He began to use Francois Mignon as early as 1935, four years before
he left Manhattan for Melrose Plantation. (Erna) Fasse said it became quite natural to
address him not as Frank, but as Francois.6
Francois Mignon and Erna Fasse remained close friends over the years. He kept a daily
journal during his time at Melrose that he often shared with her. Upon his death in 1981, Fasse
was responsible for collecting all of Mignon’s papers and various ephemera from his time at
Melrose and delivering them to the Wilson Library at the University of North Carolina, Chapel
Hill.7 Francois Mignon never let on to anyone at Melrose Plantation, not Cammie Henry and
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certainly not Clementine Hunter, that his whole life story was essentially made up. As Shiver and
Whitehead state, “Mignon never revealed his true life’s story to anyone at Melrose. From the
time he arrived until the day he died, he was to everyone Francois Mignon of Paris, France.”8
Everyone knew and accepted him as the culturally and historically accurate Mr. Mignon; there
was no reason to assume otherwise. It was only after his death that research proved the extent of
the falsehoods.9 Francois Mignon was not only a good creative writer, but he was also a great
story teller. He clearly understood the value of one’s own personal memory, but he also
understood how easily it could be tweaked or manipulated to change the past and influence the
future. He took facts and spun them together with fiction to create a complicated web of folklore
that could have and did fool even the most educated of scholars.
After arriving at Melrose in 1939, Mignon began to craft his own version of the familiar
story that had previously existed for at least a hundred years. He combined local folktales about
the fabled Cane River Creole community that was home to Melrose Plantation with what he
heard from Cammie Henry, what he observed upon his arrival, and a multitude of other details
that he embellished or literally made up. One example to explore in depth is obviously the
Francois Mignon version of the Clementine Hunter story. However, it is first important to
analyze the facts, mostly gathered and documented from oral histories, as these are what
Francois Mignon relied on to create his enhanced narrative of how he “discovered” Hunter and
to ultimately change the history of Melrose Plantation.
Clementine Hunter was born to Janvier Reuben and Mary Antoinette Adams in late 1886
or early 1887 in the community of Marco, Louisiana, just south of Cloutierville, on Hidden Hill
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Plantation. Her father was of Irish and Native American ancestry, while her mother was the
daughter of a slave from Virginia. While no documented birth certificate exists, there is a
baptismal record for Hunter from 1887:
Uncertainty surrounds the date of the artist’s birth, but she was about three months old
when she received a Roman Catholic baptism on March 19, 1887, in Cloutierville,
Louisiana. The records indicate some fifteen other children were also baptized on that
day. In the custom of the day priests traveled among the rural communities baptizing the
children born since their last visit. Often months would pass between the day of birth and
a child’s baptism. On several occasions Clementine Hunter said she had been born
around Christmas, and there was never any reason to doubt her claim.10
All confusion about the dates aside, it is the place where Hunter was born that is most
significant, as she is described as a self-taught artist of place. Legend has it that Hidden Hill
Plantation was the real-life inspiration for Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel titled Uncle
Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lonely. While the book is considered fiction and not history,
most believe that its depiction of slavery is by all accounts true. At the time of Hunter’s birth,
Hidden Hill Plantation was still known as a difficult place to live and work:
Hidden Hill had a reputation as a difficult place to live and work. Society was
discouraged, pay was miserly, and while slavery was a thing of the past, the overseers
were still often harsh - all bearing up the legend that the plantation had been the real-life
inspiration for the novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Clementine Hunter remembered it more
simply; she called it a place ‘way down yonder at the end of the road. You don’t see no
birds, you don’t see no nothin’ down there where I was born.11
Since Hunter’s father was a tenant farmer, their family moved around a lot. As Shiver
and Whitehead state, “As a young child, Clementine moved with her family from place to place,
from job to job. When she was about five years old, the family moved to Cloutierville. Her father
traveled several miles daily from the little community to work on a nearby plantation.”12 It was
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here that Hunter began to attend a small Catholic Church school, but only for a short time. The
white children and black children were segregated from each other by a single fence, and
Clementine did not like the fact that fights would break out every afternoon, not to mention the
strict rules that the Catholic nuns enforced. She began running away from school and convinced
her parents that she was better off at work in the fields, a job that she would continue even into
her early days at Melrose Plantation. Hunter never learned to read or write, yet she would
eventually become one of the most recognized female self-taught artists of the twentieth century.
It was her family’s move to Melrose Plantation that would prove to be one of the single most
important events in her life.
Clementine Hunter’s father was hired by John Henry, then current owner of Melrose
Plantation, in 1902. As a tenant farmer, he worked for the Henry family picking cotton in the
summer and harvesting pecans in the fall. However, this was no single man’s job; the entire
Hunter family was involved in work in and around Melrose Plantation. As Hunter would state, “I
love to pick cotton. Yes, I liked picking cotton, hoeing cotton. I just liked it. When you pick
cotton, you don’t have to think, you just do it.”13 Hunter spent the majority of her life living and
working at Melrose Plantation; more than thirty of those years were spent harvesting either
cotton or pecans for the Henry family. This season of her life clearly made a lasting impression,
as she would go on to document these tasks in the African House Murals.
It was also at Melrose Plantation that Hunter met both of her husbands. Her first husband,
although they were not legally married, was a man by the name of Charles Dupree. Mr. Dupree
was defined as a Creole, just like Clementine Hunter. They had two children together: Joseph,
known as Frenchie, and Cora. After his death in 1914, Clementine married Emmanuel Hunter, a
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woodchopper at Melrose Plantation. Until this time, Hunter spoke only in Creole French. It was
Emmanuel who finally taught her to speak English, or as Clementine called it, “American.” They
had three surviving children together: Agnes, King, and Mary, also known as Jackie. Even with
five children, Hunter continued to work in the fields. Shiver and Whitehead state, “She took her
children with her to the fields and put them in the shade of a tree, where they would spend the
day napping and playing while she picked cotton. This was a common practice among the
women who worked in the fields.”14 This practice, along with the physical work of harvesting
cotton and pecans, is yet another memory that Hunter would go on to document in her
monumental African House Murals. When her husband Emmanuel became ill and bedridden,
Hunter moved from work in the fields to work in the “Big House.” By now, Hunter was already
in her fifties and Carmelita “Cammie” Henry was the owner of Melrose Plantation, as her
husband John was recently deceased.15 This “move” from physically demanding field work to
the domestic realm of the plantation household would prove to be the second most important
event in her life.
Miss Cammie was a well-educated, historic preservationist. Upon inheriting Melrose
Plantation from her husband’s father in 1899, she and her husband immediately began restoring
the “Big House” and its outbuildings. This included buying and moving other historic buildings
from the area to Melrose Plantation. She was also an avid scrap booker and collected anything
and everything that pertained to the history of Louisiana and/or the history of the Cane River
Creole community. Her goal was to establish an educational library that anyone could freely use.
Wilson states in Clementine Hunter: American Folk Artist that, “Miss Cammie was intent upon
establishing an extensive Louisiana library at Melrose. She wanted to revive local arts and crafts.
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Above all, she wanted to restore the abiding sense of place, sense of history that once belonged
to the plantation.”16
Miss Cammie also began to invite creative types such as artists and writers to Melrose
Plantation. They were encouraged to stay as long as they wanted, but with one exception; they
must be creatively productive during their time at Melrose. Hunter quickly became a favorite
among the many artistic guests, as she was known for her delicious culinary skills; Boiled Bass,
Game Soup, and Eggs Grand Ecore were the names of just a few of her unique specialties.17 It
was during her time as plantation cook and maid that Hunter was first inspired to paint after
finding a few leftover tubes while cleaning up after visiting New Orleans’ artist Alberta Kinsey.
She took them back to her cabin, found an old piece of cardboard, and “marked” her first picture.
Clementine stated:
Then in the 1930s Alberta Kinsey came here from New Orleans to paint magnolias, and I
had to clean up her room. She gave me some old tubes of paint to throw in the trash, but I
didn’t pay her no mind. I kept them and tried marking up some pictures in my cabin.
Nobody taught me to mark them. I did it myself ‘cause I knew how to do that.18
The rest, they say, is history. Little did Cammie Henry know that her employment of
Hunter would inspire a painting career that would produce up to five-thousand paintings and help
create a legacy that would last well into the twenty-first century. Perhaps Miss Cammie’s
cultivation of a creative community at Melrose is what inspired Hunter to begin painting in the
first place:
Art and artists literally walked through the front door of the Big House where she
(Clementine Hunter) worked. She saw paintings hanging on the walls and watched artists
16
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as they painted. Hunter did not seek to understand art, but an understanding of art came to
her. Through observation she absorbed the abstract concept of art that ignited her innate
creativity.19
While Alberta Kinsey’s leftover tubes of paint and Cammie Henry’s cultivation of a creative
community at Melrose may have originally inspired Hunter, it was the encouragement of
Francois Mignon that ultimately kept her producing works well into the twentieth-century.
Francois Mignon met Clementine Hunter shortly after he arrived at Melrose Plantation,
or at least that is what he recalled. At the time, Hunter served as one of the plantation’s cooks
and maids, and their first meeting took place over a cup of coffee. As Mignon states in one of the
many diary entries from his time spent at Melrose:
At ten, Clemence [referring to Clementine Hunter] came over with our coffee. Clemence
is an exceptional darkie, she is thin as a rail and looks about 35, but they say she is in her
sixties. Although married, she has no children of her own but is bringing up a child that
someone willed to her when the baby was but a few weeks old. Like the rest of the
colored folk here about, I suppose Clemence cannot read, but for all that Clemence is
probably one of the smartest Negresses one is likely to run across. She is bringing me one
of her paintings within a few days. She is an artist and works in oils, using the bottom of
a cardboard box or the side of a soapbox as a canvas. And they say her creations are
something, whether they be still life, landscapes, or portraits...When I ask her about her
models, she explained that she never needed any. Sometimes at night, she explained, she
has a vision, and getting up she searches around until she finds something to paint on and
then just goes ahead with the paints that Albert McKennsie has given her.20
This early recollection of Mignon’s introduction to Hunter, while an example of his wonderful
storytelling, does contain several incorrect facts. For example, by this time, Hunter did have a
few children. However, Mignon does acknowledge that Hunter had begun to paint well before
his arrival at Melrose. This is interesting to keep in mind because his version of events would
change some twenty years later as he began to craft and re-craft his own version of the
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Clementine Hunter story to fit his evolving narrative of the history of Melrose Plantation.
Mignon contradicted his own earlier memories during the 1960s:
Well, I do remember when Clementine Hunter, already many times a grandmother, first
tried her hand at painting. Alberta Kinsey of New Orleans had been here painting
magnolias, using the antebellum outside kitchen as her studio. Late one afternoon,
following Miss Alberta’s return to New Orleans, it fell to Clementine Hunter to tidy up
the place. About seven o’clock that evening, clutching a handful of discarded old tubes of
paint, she tapped at my door, said that she had found these twisted tubes while cleaning
up and that she believed she could ‘mark’ a picture on her own hook if she ‘sot her mind
to it.’ Knowing her as I did, I figured she could do anything she ‘sot her mind to’ and,
with a view of aiding her in her enterprise, I cast about and came up with an old window
shade, a few brushes and a dab of turpentine.21
In this later version, Francois Mignon takes ownership of the Hunter story, allotting
himself a very active role. He is who discovered Hunter’s talent, and he, is who encouraged her
to paint from the start. Francois Mignon already had knowledge of art history from his time
working in a sophisticated book store in Manhattan, and as a gifted storyteller, he recognized the
unique opportunity Hunter presented. Her self-taught talent was indisputable, but Mignon needed
a cleverly crafted backstory to truly sell her work and his version of the Melrose Plantation
history. In turn, Mignon began to combine Hunter’s story with that of Marie Thérèse Coincoin.
Mignon took their separate histories and wove them together with fiction, creating a cleverly
crafted story that eventually became accepted truth.
By the time Mignon arrived at Melrose, the legend of Marie Thérèse Coincoin had been
passed down for generations. The remarkable story of how a freed female slave eventually
owned the land that would one day become home to Melrose Plantation greatly intrigued
Mignon. Even more intriguing was how he could align this dominant female figure with the
plantation’s current owner, Cammie Henry, and its former field hand, cook, and maid,
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Clementine Hunter. For Mignon, Coincoin served as the first dominant female figure of Melrose
Plantation, and he highly emphasized this fact. As Shiver and Whitehead state, “Marie Thérèse
Coincoin’s story became a metaphor for the matriarchal influences that dominated Cane River
society for generations.”22 Mignon rewrote the history of Melrose to include Marie Thérèse
Coincoin, while the truth is she probably never even set foot on the property. Despite this,
Mignon’s version of the story is what Hunter would have heard and later painted about in the
African House Murals. The story was similar to her own: an independent black matriarchal
figure that would eventually rise to cultural, or in Hunter’s case, creative fame in rural Louisiana.
Perhaps this, along with the fact that Mignon had mentioned her name more than a few times, is
why Hunter felt the need to represent Coincoin in many of her paintings, most prominently in
Panel 8 of the African House Murals. However, to more fully understand the influence of
Mignon’s fictional narrative on Hunter’s use of personal memory when depicting Marie Thérèse
Coincoin, we must first sift through the many layers of fiction to determine the true, historical
facts.
By the 1930s, stories about Marie Thérèse Coincoin had been passed down through
generations; treasured, celebrated, and preserved by descendants, historians, and scholars alike.
Some claimed she was the daughter of African royalty, while others said she was born a lowly
slave. All agreed that she was eventually awarded her freedom and became a land owner. The
combination of oral history, faulty memories, and a lack of information about the exact
circumstances of her birth, childhood, and adult life contributes to the myths, legends, and
folklore obscuring historical fact over the years. Enter Francois Mignon into the equation and the
embellished details he began to add during the 1930s when he essentially rewrote the history of
Melrose Plantation.
22
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To begin, Coincoin was born about 1742, but the exact month and date of her birth
remain a mystery. Scholars have been able to confirm that she was baptized in 1742 as a slave of
Louis Antoine Juchereau de St. Denis, founder of what we now know as Natchitoches Parish,
Louisiana. While most scholars agree that Coincoin was born a slave in Natchitoches, others
argue that she was actually born in Africa. Support for this theory relies on research concerning
the African origin of her name, Coincoin:
Coincoin, the name, was believed to have been corrupted by French and Spanish spellers.
The name Coincoin is believed to be the phonetic equivalent of Ko Kwē, a name reserved
for the second-born daughter by the Glidizi dialect of the Ewe linguistic group which
occupied the coastal region of Togo.23
While the idea that Marie Thérèse Coincoin hailed directly from Africa was quite intriguing to
Francois Mignon, there was not much else to support it.
Another way in which Mignon contributed to the myth making was regarding the size of
Melrose Plantation. Chapter 2 explained how Claude Thomas Pierre Métoyer gave Marie
Thérèse Coincoin a few acres of land. In Mignon’s version of events, the small plot of land given
to her by Métoyer suddenly grew into hundreds of acres; a few slaves became more than thirty,
and her small cabin began to be referred to as the plantation known as Melrose today. As Mills
states, “The so-called legend that Melrose Plantation was begun in the mid-1700s by an
extraordinary freed-slave was itself born in the mid-twentieth century from the imagination of
Francois Mignon, a man who also invented his own identity.”24 It is likely that Francois Mignon
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decided to connect the two to enhance and romanticize the story of Melrose Plantation during the
twentieth century. What is even more interesting is that Hunter included Marie Thérèse Coincoin
in her depiction of the “Big House” at Melrose in the African House Murals. The interaction
between Hunter’s personal memories and Mignon’s enhanced narrative of Melrose is undeniable.
Whether Mignon specifically told Hunter to include Marie Thérèse Coincoin or if she simply
remembered him talking about Coincoin regarding Melrose Plantation may never be known.
Either way, the monumental African House Murals remain today a legacy to the Cane Rive
Creole community, a group of people that traces their ancestry back to Marie Thérèse Coincoin.

35

CHAPTER 3
THE AFRICAN HOUSE MURALS:
PERSONAL MEMORY AND FICTIONAL NARRATIVE
Before further analyzing the interaction between Clementine Hunter’s personal memories
and Francois Mignon’s enhanced fictional narrative of Melrose Plantation, discussing Hunter’s
classification as an artist and her unique, artistic style is warranted. Art historians generally agree
that Hunter should be classified as a self-taught artist. Shiver and Whitehead state, “Her
paintings of life on the southern plantation not only established her reputation as a naive or selftaught artist, but also established her as a cultural historian documenting from the role of insider
a style of life that has vanished from the American scene.”1 Self-taught art, and its various other
titles, is defined as being created by individuals with no academic training, and little to no
connection to the mainstream art world.2 We know that Hunter had no real education, let alone
any visual arts training; after all, she did not know how to read or write. As Gilley states in
Painting by Heart: The Life and Art of Clementine Hunter, Louisiana Folk Artist, “She
[Clementine Hunter] had never been to a museum, or an art gallery, and didn’t like television
very much...As a result, her paintings are without outside influences, tied almost directly to her
experiences.”3
While Clementine Hunter lacked an education in the traditional sense of the word, she
did know how to express herself creatively. Whether it was through cooking, sewing, making
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dolls or even quilts, Hunter participated in a variety of domestic arts during her time at Melrose
Plantation before she ever even picked up a paintbrush. As Wilson states in Clementine Hunter:
American Folk Artist, “It was here [Melrose Plantation] that she began to establish herself as a
highly capable woman with a creative flair.”4 Carmelita “Cammie” Henry invited a multitude of
artists and writers to Melrose, creating her own version of a “Southern Renaissance” on the
plantation grounds that were also home to Hunter. The already present artistic atmosphere that
surrounded Melrose clearly made an impact on the emerging artist. It is likely that Hunter, over
time, was taking note of the artwork being produced at Melrose. We can assume that she must
have noticed when the occasional artist painted outside in the gardens or when she served them
tea or coffee after lunch.
Just as scholars and historians emphasize the self-taught aspects of Hunter’s work, it
should not go unmentioned that Clementine Hunter is also recognized as an artist of place.
Hunter lived the majority of her life on the grounds of Melrose Plantation in the heart of the
fabled Cane River Creole community of Natchitoches, Louisiana. She never left the state of
Louisiana, even after becoming a well-known artist in the 1950s and 1960s. The majority of her
paintings, therefore, most prominently the African House Murals, feature the two places in her
life that she knew best: historic Melrose Plantation and the unique landscape of Cane River
Country that she called home. Whether it be the many historical structures that either made up or
surrounded Melrose Plantation including the African House, Ghana House, Yucca House, and
the “Big House;” various honky-tonks and churches; or her documentation of the winding and
abundant Cane River and the fertile grounds from which it produced steady crops of cotton and
pecans year after year; she captured it all. Clementine Hunter was a documentary historian in
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ways that most scholars have not been able to convey with pen or paper, let alone through
modern photography and through videos of the area. Hunter’s murals serve as a vibrant lens not
only into the past, but also into the place that she called home.
More specifically, Clementine Hunter’s monumental African House Murals serve as an
overarching depiction of plantation life in rural Louisiana during the first half of the twentieth
century. The nine large panels start with a pictorial map of the Cane River region. Hunter placed
the map first, as opposed to in the middle or towards the end, suggesting that she highly valued
the importance of the place that she called home. After viewing and analyzing her pictorial map,
the viewer then moves counter clockwise around the upper room of the African House (the literal
place where the murals are located) to experience eight other large panels that capture life on
Melrose Plantation. Hunter was extremely familiar with the peculiarly shaped building called
African House, as she passed it each day on her way to and from work in the Big House. After
Francois Mignon arrived at Melrose in the late 1930s, Hunter helped him clean out the African
House, which had previously been used for storage, to clear a space for her future murals. Just
like Clementine Hunter, Francois Mignon also valued a certain sense of place, as he knew how
important it would be for Hunter, an African American artist, to paint a set of murals specifically
made for the African House on Melrose Plantation. The African House Murals are a prime
example to describe Hunter’s classification as an artist of place. She combined the two most
important places in her life, Melrose Plantation and the Cane River region, into one physical
space, the African House, in which she created a comprehensive and historically important work
that remains significant even into the twenty-first century.
Just as Clementine Hunter should be equally recognized as a self-taught artist and as an
artist of place, she can also be examined as a memory painter. In fact, for the purpose of this
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thesis, “Clementine Hunter, Memory Painter” might be considered her most important attribute.
As Gilley states in Painting by Heart: The Life and Art of Clementine Hunter, Louisiana Folk
Artist, “Clementine Hunter is a memory painter. She proves the idea that art is a representation,
and an interpretation of an object or occurrence. It is personal in the sense that it could not have
been done by anyone else, since it is a direct result of the experiences of the artist, both good and
bad.”5 While memory painters rely on their own personal experiences for inspiration, it is a
particularly complicated mode of expression.
For example, we may remember something that happened ten, five, or even one year ago
completely different from when it initially happened. There are other outside factors to consider
as well when speaking of memory as narrative including the influence of people or places on
one’s own personal memory. Hunter’s African House Murals illustrate how her own personal
memories became intertwined with Mignon’s fictional narrative. For example, Hunter includes
historical figures such as Marie Thérèse Coincoin and Claude Thomas Pierre Métoyer. It was not
until the late 1930s when Francois Mignon arrived at Melrose Plantation that Marie Thérèse
Coincoin was specifically attached to the founding of Melrose. Given that the legend of Marie
Thérèse Coincoin had existed for at least a hundred years prior, we can assume that Hunter was
aware of the oral traditions that passed throughout the Cane River Creole community. However,
Mignon’s influence was directly responsible for Hunter’s inclusion of Marie Thérèse Coincoin in
the African House Murals. As Shiver and Whitehead state:
Clementine Hunter knew the legend of Marie Thérèse (Coincoin). She was told (by
Francois Mignon) that Marie Thérèse was the original mistress of Melrose Plantation and
that Marie Thérèse, a woman of color, owned slaves. It is possibly true that Marie
Thérèse owned slaves and bought the freedom of her enslaved children. As is often the
case in history, fact and legend blend, and the resulting story, while not totally accurate,
is told and retold as truth.6
5
6

Gilley, Painting by Heart: The Life and Art of Clementine Hunter, Louisiana Folk Artist, 66.
Shiver and Whitehead, Clementine Hunter: Her Life and Art, 26.

39

Francois Mignon’s enhanced version of the history of Melrose Plantation does not detract from
Hunter’s experience, or rather her memory, of living and working on a plantation in the isolated,
rural south during the first half of the twentieth century.
Lastly, Clementine Hunter’s African House Murals are characterized by vivid colors,
large brush strokes, and an overwhelming sense of urgency. When Clementine had the urge to
paint, there was no stopping her. Most of the time, she painted late into the night after the
workday was over, literally burning the midnight oil. As the artist states, “I used to keep
Emmanuel up at night with my painting. ‘Woman,’ he said one time, ‘if you don’t stop painting
and get some sleep, you’ll go crazy.’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘if I don’t get this painting out of my head, I’ll
sure go crazy.’”7 Hunter’s art is also characterized by a sense of simplicity; an authentic response
to her life experience that combined her own personal memories with Francois Mignon’s
fictional narrative of Melrose Plantation.
Interpretation of the African House Murals
Panel 1 (Figure 1) of Clementine Hunter’s African House Murals is titled Pictorial Map
of Cane River Country, and aptly so. This panel, which is centered on the North wall of the
African House, is a literal representation of a pictorial map of the area. Specifically, it is
Hunter’s interpretation of a commemorative “state plate” (Figure 2) depicting the Cane River
region that Francois Mignon designed in the 1950s. Already, the influence of Francois Mignon is
at play. It is also important to mention that the African House Murals were Mignon’s idea from
the start. He is the one who approached Hunter with the idea to paint a set of large murals
specifically designed to be shown in the African House that depicted plantation life at Melrose
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during the first half of the twentieth century. This was an unusual request, especially given the
circumstances; Hunter was a self-taught artist who had been painting for less than twenty years.
Not to mention, the artist was used to painting on small boards and found objects including
lampshades, jugs, and even window shades. The murals, which are much larger in scale, were a
grand departure from her normal works. However, Hunter is said to have accepted the job as just
“something to do.” While Francois Mignon came up with the idea for the murals, he also had a
hand in designing their layout and general content. For example, he is the one who first showed
Hunter the commemorative “state plate” and asked her to reproduce it.
Mignon’s original plate was a map of the area between the Cane River and the Red River.
He included various antebellum buildings such as the “Big House” at Melrose, African House,
and Yucca House, as well as a representation of a cotton field with slaves working and a pecan
grove, along with three churches. While Mignon simply asked Hunter to copy his
commemorative plate, what he got was something straight from Hunter’s creative mind. While
she did stick with the round template, her interpretation strongly diverges from the original
design. Hunter omitted what she deemed unimportant, opting to instead emphasize the places
that stood out most in her memory: the “Big House” at Melrose, African House, Yucca House,
Ghana House, and St. Augustine’s Church. Another way that Hunter’s panel differs from
Mignon’s design is that she included two men fishing along the banks of the Cane River, a
favorite memory of growing up in the Cane River Creole community that Hunter depicted many
times over the course of her artistic career. As Hunter states, “Sometimes we’d dance all night.
Or fish. Catch the catfishes and breams with earthworms. Stay on the bank - I don’t get in no
boat. Then we have a fish fry.”8 Hunter’s version is much more abstract than the crisp outlines
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that dominate Mignon’s plate. The use of large brushstrokes and washes of blue and green colors
evoke the same flow of the winding Cane River that runs straight through Hunter’s pictorial map.
When comparing Mignon’s original plate to Hunter’s interpretation in the African House Murals,
we can clearly see how his influence intertwines with her own memories and creative ideas.
Mignon may have told her what to paint, but what he got was a representation of Hunter’s own
world living and working in the Cane River region.
The Harvest Time Mural is the title of Panel 2 (Figure 3). Here, Clementine Hunter
depicted scenes of plantation life from late summer to early fall. This includes cotton being
picked and weighed and a religious revival happening inside a local Baptist church. Here, Hunter
relies purely on her own memories and experience for inspiration. For example, Hunter was one
of those women who worked in the cotton fields, just as she depicted them in Panel 2. In the
upper left hand corner, we see two men weighing a large bag of cotton. Although it was
backbreaking work, Hunter said herself that she loved to pick cotton and even considered it
easier than painting. As Hunter states, “Paintin’ is a lot harder than pickin’ cotton. Cotton’s right
there for you to pull off the stalk, but to paint you got to sweat yo’ mind.”9 On the right hand side
of Panel 2, Hunter’s depiction of a revival inside a local Baptist church is interesting, as she
considered herself to be Catholic. However, her representation of an old fashioned Baptist
revival would have come from her memories of participating in such community activities.
Either the heat, or the intensity of the religious experience, was too much for one participant, as
Hunter painted a woman passed out and being fanned by a friend as the preacher continues to
lead the crowd. In terms of style, it is interesting that Hunter paints the female figures much
larger in scale than the male figures. Take for example the two men weighing cotton in the lefthand corner. Standing up, they are at least half the size of the women who are bent over picking
9
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cotton. The same can be said about the preacher in the church on the right hand side of this
panel; he is much smaller in scale than the female participants, and he is even depicted as
standing up on a stage! Clearly, Hunter appears to use the scale or size of the figures to signify
their importance and stature in the community. Hunter may have been drawing attention to the
role that black women played, like herself, in community building in Cane River Creole Country.
She continued to paint female figures larger in scale throughout the African House Murals as
well as in the majority of her other works.
Moving counterclockwise to the left, the viewer is now in front of Panel 3 (Figure 4)
which is titled The Spring Planting and Wedding Mural. Here, Hunter represented the arrival of
the new season with images that evoked fertility such as planting a new crop and a plantation
wedding. Again, Hunter relied on her own memories of growing up and living at Melrose
Plantation for creative inspiration. This panel features the planting of cotton that consumed
Melrose Plantation each spring; on the right hand side of this panel, rows upon rows of busy field
hands can be seen hoeing the new crop. To the left, Hunter depicts a plantation wedding
complete with cake and flowers. Again, she has depicted the female figures much larger in scale
than the male figures. As Shiver and Whitehead state:
Note the bride and groom in the wedding tableau: Hunter often depicted the women much
larger than the men, suggesting her idea of the significance of the woman’s role in life.
The same is true of the preacher. It is said that, when she didn’t think too much of a
preacher, she painted him small. Here the preacher is the smallest of all the participants.10
In terms of artistic style, Hunter ignored any sense of perspective. Instead, she chose to paint her
figures at eye level and mostly from a profile view. However, note how the bride and bridesmaid
are facing the viewer directly in the wedding scene, alluding again to the fact that Hunter placed
more importance on her female figures. The lack of spacial organization also applies to her use
10
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of repeated rows or groupings as seen in her depiction of the newly planted cotton crops. This is
an approach to spacial organization and compositions that Hunter makes use of throughout her
African House Murals as well as in the majority of her other works.
Panels 4 (Figure 5) and 5 (Figure 6) tend to run together and are titled The Cane River
Funeral Mural and The Baptism Mural respectively. In the funeral mural, Hunter not only
represented the actual funeral taking place inside a local church, but also depicted the funeral
procession and the graveyard in the lower left hand corner. Even though funerals were a sad time
in the Cane River Creole community, Hunter’s use of bright colors such as red and yellow for the
female figures’ various hats, umbrellas, and flowers evokes a sense of happiness at the thought
of spending eternity in Heaven. Hunter again relied on her own personal memories living and
working at Melrose Plantation, including a depiction of Old Aunt Attie, a fabled Melrose
personality. As seen in the lower right hand corner, Aunt Attie is riding on the funeral hearse and
holding a brightly colored bouquet of flowers. Oral tradition states that she loved funerals and
attended as many as she could; however, Old Aunt Attie died in a fire that destroyed her cabin on
the Melrose grounds. Tragically, her body was consumed in the fire, prohibiting a traditional
funeral service. How ironic for a woman who loved funerals! Shiver and Whitehead state,
“According to Mignon, Attie usually drove the funeral hearse and attended many funerals, but
because she tragically burned to death in her home, she was deprived of having a traditional
burial of her own.11
In the companion mural, Hunter depicted a Cane River country baptism scene, in which
she included another Melrose personality called Dorsey. Dorsey can be seen in the lower left
hand corner of this panel. Oral tradition states that on the day Dorsey’s daughters were to be
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baptized, she got jealous and jumped in the water herself. However, a large water moccasin tried
to bite her in the butt, and she quickly learned her lesson. Hunter’s unique use of perspective, or
really a lack of perspective, is quite interesting in this panel. As Mignon states, “It started off as a
baptisin’ but ended up heading out for heaven on a roller coaster when the artist lost her
perspective.”12 However, it could also be that Hunter was, again, simply incorporating the
winding path of the Cane River that seems to flow right through her African House murals. This
representation of the fertile Cane River throughout the murals helps to establish a strong sense of
place, grounding the artist and the murals to Melrose Plantation and the Cane River region.
Panel 6 (Figure 7) is titled The Wash Day Mural and represents the domestic duties that
women performed on a day to day basis at Melrose Plantation. As a maid at Melrose, Clementine
Hunter would have had to wash clothes in the big black tub and hang them dry on an old
fashioned clothesline. It is a scene where all the men seem to be resting or relaxing, while the
women do the hard work. Again, Hunter emphasized the importance of black women’s work. At
the top right hand corner, the artist included a rare self-portrait. We see Hunter herself, busy
painting at her easel outside her cabin on the Melrose Plantation grounds.
Clementine Hunter’s use of memory as narrative continues into Panel 7 (Figure 8). Titled
The Honky-Tonk and Pecan Harvest Mural, Hunter recalled Saturday nights spent at the local
honky-tonk and mornings spent shaking the ripe pecans out of the trees for harvesting. As seen
in the right hand corner of this panel, Hunter depicted children climbing and hanging from the
trees, while their mothers bend over to pick up the falling pecans. Just like cotton picking, this
was backbreaking work. On the left hand side, Hunter depicted a local honky-tonk full of men
and women dancing, playing dice, and drinking wine. Hunter also remembered the violence that
was associated with honky-tonks. Inside the building in the lower right hand corner, she showed
12
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a man being shot. At the same time that the man is shooting his gun, the viewer also sees bullets
flying through the air; however, the victim is already on the ground dying. This is noteworthy, as
we see an example of Hunter’s tendency to compress time.
Panel 8 (Figure 9) and Panel 9 (Figure 10) serve to round out Hunter’s African House
Murals. Titled The Melrose Plantation Murals, these panels depict the places that were most
important to Clementine Hunter while living and working on Melrose Plantation. For example,
she represented the “Big House” and the African House in Panel 8. Her depiction of the “Big
House” is quite lifelike, with its two stories and recognizable towers on either side. Hunter spent
the second half of her life at Melrose working as a cook and maid in the “Big House.” The figure
wearing yellow with a white and red apron standing in front of the “Big House” could possibly
be another self-portrait, this time not in her artistic role, but in her domestic role as cook and
maid. Hunter also included a depiction of Cammie Henry in the lower right hand corner standing
beneath a tree in her garden.
To the left hand side, Hunter included a representation of the famous African House. This
unique structure that now houses her monumental murals was originally used as a storage
facility. It is also interesting that Hunter included both Claude Thomas Pierre Métoyer and Marie
Thérèse Coincoin in her depiction of the African House. This serves as a unique example of the
influence that Francois Mignon’s enhanced fictional narrative of the history of Melrose
Plantation had on Hunter’s own personal memory. Here, Hunter depicted Marie Thérèse
Coincoin, seen to the left of the African House, much larger in scale than the other male figures:
To the right of African House, Hunter paints a depiction of Thomas Métoyer, the
Frenchman. He stands across from the woman of color Marie Thérèse Coincoin. Many of
the Creole people of Cane River trace their lineage to the children of Marie Thérèse and
Thomas Métoyer. Again, note how Hunter painted Marie Thérèse much larger in scale
than Métoyer.13
13
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This provides yet another example of how Hunter would paint the figures she deemed important
much larger in scale than the rest of her figures.
In the final panel, Panel 9, Hunter depicted Yucca House and the giant sundial that came
to represent Melrose Plantation and its lush gardens during the 1940s and 1950s. Yucca House
was the original home of Louis Métoyer, the founder of Melrose Plantation and the son of Marie
Thérèse Coincoin and Claude Thomas Pierre Métoyer. Hunter again included a self-portrait in
her role as maid, this time in the same yellow, red, and white as seen in the previous panel.
Hunter also included a depiction of Francois Mignon, her biggest supporter and ultimately, one
of her best friends. He is the figure seated to the left hand side of Yucca House holding up his
commemorative “state plate” that Hunter reproduced at the beginning of her murals.
This final, culminating panel is unique because it also captures different aspects of each
season of life that Hunter spent at Melrose. Hunter painted the original plantation home, Yucca
House, amidst a horse and buggy and a modern car. Hunter depicted workers in the field, but
also included an airplane in the top left hand corner. When looking at a survey of her life, it is
honestly astonishing how much Clementine Hunter experienced. Born just twenty years after the
abolition of slavery, Hunter was the granddaughter of former slaves. Living to be 101, she
experienced the Jim Crow Era, lived through two world wars, witnessed the turn of a century,
and the historic Civil Rights Movement. However, her life and experiences still remained
isolated on a rural, southern plantation, to some extent, free from the influence of the outside
world. The African House Murals, while a unique combination of Clementine Hunter’s own
personal memories and Francois Mignon’s enhanced fictional narrative of Melrose Plantation,
provide a depiction of plantation life in rural Louisiana, while also serving as a direct link to
what life was like in the Cane River region during the first half of the twentieth century.
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CONCLUSION
Through research and analysis of Clementine Hunter’s African House Murals, I have
found that each panel offers a distinct combination of personal memories combined with
Francois Mignon’s enhanced fictional narrative of the history of Melrose Plantation. The result is
a unique, biographical representation of plantation life during the first half of the twentieth
century in the pre-mechanized, rural south that is still being used for educational purposes today.
When Francois Mignon first approached Hunter with the idea for the murals, she was nearing
seventy years old. This might seem like a daunting task for a self-taught artist who was used to
painting on mainly small canvases and found objects. However, this was nothing for a woman
who began her life hoeing and picking cotton in the fields and eventually transitioning to
domestic work such as cooking and cleaning inside the “Big House” at Melrose.
To fully understand the influence of Francois Mignon’s narrative on Clementine Hunter’s
memories, it is crucial to separate fiction from fact. For example, in the first chapter, I establish
the factual history of the Cane River region as well as the cultural importance of the Métoyer
family to the founding of Melrose Plantation. Francois Mignon declared that Marie Thérèse
Coincoin was the original mistress of Melrose, but it turns out that there is no historical evidence
to support his claim. In the second chapter, I present the biographies of Francois Mignon,
Clementine Hunter, and Marie Thérèse Coincoin. While it is known that Mignon cleverly crafted
the stories of both Marie Thérèse Coincoin and Clementine Hunter to enhance his version of the
history of Melrose Plantation, it also turns out that he embellished the details of his own life,
from his name to his education and everything in between. In the third chapter, I discuss
Hunter’s classification as a memory painter, while also analyzing the African House Murals from
the perspective of detective; what aspects of each panel are representations of Hunter’s own
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personal memories and what details are included that actually stem from Mignon’s enhanced
narrative?
While scholarly research has proved that Mignon essentially enhanced or made up
everything that he said about Melrose, this does not take away from the fact that Hunter’s
African House Murals remain today a remarkable legacy to what life was like on a plantation
during the first half of the twentieth century in rural Louisiana. In the murals, Hunter offers a
complex perspective of plantation life that depicts the everyday lives of the African Americans
that lived and worked in the fabled Cane River Creole community. However, the murals also
include bits and pieces from Francois Mignon’s enhanced narrative of Melrose Plantation such
as historical figures like Marie Thérèse Coincoin. It is the interaction between Hunter’s own
personal memories with Mignon’s enhanced fictional narrative that makes the African House
Murals so unique.
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APPENDIX

Fig. 1. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of Pictorial Map of Cane River Country, 1955.
Historic American Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W.Rosenthal, 2004.
Reproduced from The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361586c/?co=hh
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Fig. 2. Francois Mignon, Commemorative Plate depicting Melrose on Cane River, ca.1950s.
Reproduced from: http://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/francois-mignondesigned-melrose524032909

55

Fig. 3. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of The Harvest Time Mural, 1955. Historic American
Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W. Rosenthal,2004. Reproduced from
The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361585c/?co=hh
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Fig. 4. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of The Spring Planting and Wedding Mural,1955.
Historic American Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W.Rosenthal, 2004.
Reproduced from The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361584c/?co=hh
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Fig. 5. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of The Cane River Funeral Mural, 1955. Historic
American Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W.Rosenthal, 2004.
Reproduced from The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361583c/?co=hh
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Fig. 6. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of The Baptism Mural, 1955. Historic American
Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W. Rosenthal,2004. Reproduced from
The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361582c/?co=hh
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Fig. 7. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of The Wash Day Mural, 1955. Historic American
Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W. Rosenthal,2004. Reproduced from
The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361590c/?co=hh
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Fig. 8. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of The Honky-Tonk and Pecan Harvest Mural,1955.
Historic American Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W.Rosenthal, 2004.
Reproduced from The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361589c/?co=hh
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Fig. 9. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of Melrose Plantation Mural - Big House and African
House, 1955. Historic American Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photoby James W.
Rosenthal, 2004. Reproduced from The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361588c/?co=hh
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Fig. 10. Clementine Hunter, Elevation view of Melrose Plantation Mural - Yucca House,1955.
Historic American Buildings Survey, National Park Service. Photo by James W.Rosenthal, 2004.
Reproduced from The Library of Congress:
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hhh.la0212.color.361587c/?co=hh

63

